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This paper focuses on the use of the term “moderate” “moderacy”  as a term applied to 
categorize some Chinese intellectuals and categorize their political positions throughout the 
1920’s and 30’s. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the label of “moderate” （温和 
or 温和派）became  associated with an inability to align with a political or intellectual faction, 
thus preventing progress for either side or in some cases, advocating against certain forms of 
progress.  Hu Shih, however, who was one of the most influential intellectuals in modern 
Chinese history, proudly advocated for pragmatic moderation, as suggested by  his slogan:  
“Boldness is suggesting hypotheses coupled with a most solicitous regard for control and 
verification.” His advocacy of moderation—which for him became closely associated with 
pragmatism—brought criticism from those on the left and right. This paper seeks to address 
these analytical assessments of Hu Shih by questioning not just the labeling of Hu Shih as a 
moderate, but also questioning the negative connotations attached to moderacy as a political 
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When we use the words moderate or moderacy, our meaning can vary depending on the 
context. This paper focuses on the use of the term “moderate” “moderacy”  as a term applied 
to categorize some Chinese intellectuals and categorize their political positions throughout the 
1920’s and 30’s. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the label of “moderate” （温和 
or 温和派）became  associated with an inability to align with a political or intellectual faction, 
thus preventing progress for either side or in some cases, advocating against certain forms of 
progress.  Hu Shih, however, who was one of the most influential intellectuals in modern 
Chinese history, proudly advocated for pragmatic moderation, as suggested by  his slogan:  
“Boldness is suggesting hypotheses coupled with a most solicitous regard for control and 
verification.”1 His advocacy of moderation—which for him became closely associated with 
pragmatism—brought criticism from those on the left and right.  In the 1920’s and 1930’s, 
those writing from a Marxist point of view attacked Hu Shih for failing to advocate a complete 
overhaul of society. Those on the right of the ideological spectrum criticized him for what they 
took to be his opposition to Confucian values.  Still others took a different approach entirely, 
arguing that Hu Shih was in fact not a moderate at all. This paper seeks to address these 
analytical assessments of Hu Shih by questioning not just the labeling of Hu Shih as a moderate, 
but also questioning the negative connotations attached to moderacy as a political and 
intellectual label itself. In order to make this assessment I will be utilizing a number of articles 
written by Hu Shih written over a broad period of time, ranging from 1916-1935. Through the 
 
1 Lien, Chan. “Chinese Communism Versus Pragmatism: The Criticism of Hu Shihs Philosophy, 1950–1958.” The 
Journal of Asian Studies 27, no. 3 (1968): 551–70. 
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use of these articles I will challenge the negative connotations given to the label of moderacy 
and demonstrate the important role Hu Shih’s pragmatic moderacy played in the development 
of Chinese society at the time. First, a general outline of some of the most important works on 
Hu Shih must be discussed so as to paint an accurate portrayal of the aforementioned groups 
discussing his political identity. 
 
2.  Historiography 
 Before we can talk about the historiography of Hu Shih, I must discuss the limitations I 
faced when constructing this paper. The historiography I outline is based on what I had access 
to and the ability to read. As such, this is a very limited selection from the massive, varied, 
historiography on Hu Shih. All the books described here are in English, despite the fact that the 
majority of historiography on Hu Shih is in Chinese. Hu Shih worked across a variety of fields, 
from education to literature to philosophy. As a result of his breadth of involvement in different 
aspects of Chinese society the number of publications analyzing him range in the thousands, 
with most of them in Chinese. Given the depth and range of the works about Hu Shih it is 
difficult to accurately assess the current historiographical framework focused around his work. 
To further complicate matters, the general views expressed in these publications have changed 
over time from the 1960’s until now based around the context that a lot of them were written. 
What I have attempted to do is select what could be considered the most influential works on 
Hu Shih and present them as a baseline list to give an idea of this historiographical evolution 
and present my analysis as an alternative to the many written works out there. This does not 
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mean the discussion below is comprehensive; rather it focuses on works that discuss Hu Shih 
and his political identity either as a moderate who failed to utilize his position to create change, 
or as a progressive leader who succeeded in modernizing China through his intellectual works. 
The first book to mention Hu Shih in a historical sense is Kenneth Saunders’ Wither 
Asia? A Study of Three Leaders.2 Written in 1933 using primarily Chinese sources with the 
inclusion of some of Hu’s essays written during his years at Cornell, Saunders’ book focuses on 
describing modern Asian social reformers and their involvement in a variety of societal reform 
movements.3 Saunders approaches Hu Shih as a moderate Confucian thinker who preferred to 
structure change within the framework of the Confucian hierarchy.4 In Saunders’ eyes, Hu’s 
approach differed from that of many Chinese intellectuals, such as Chen Duxiu.  Chen, who 
founded the Chinese Communist Party, advocated for a wholesale reformulation of Chinese 
society. Saunders writes that Hu Shih specifically believed in the Confucian identity of the 
superior man and the idea that education and literacy strongly affect a person’s social identity. 
While Saunders’  work does a good job introducing Hu Shih’s thought, it loses sight of the full 
context surrounding Hu’s writings. As well, Saunders’ work struggles to outline the dividing line 
between Hu Shih’s support of Confucian traditions, and his arguments against them. 5 
 Written in 1970, Jerome Grieder’s classic Hu Shih and the Chinese Renaissance: 
Liberalism in the Chinese revolution, 1917-1937 focuses on Hu Shih’s political views, rather than 
 
2 Saunders, Kenneth Whither Asia? A study of Three Leaders (New York, NY: Macmillan Company, 1933) p65-105 
3 Outside of Hu shih the others focused on are Kagawa Toyohiko and Mahatma Ghandi. 
4 It is important to note that at the point this is written, the Nationalist government known as the Kuomintang had 
yet to fall to the hands of the Communist party and relocate to Taiwan. As a result, the book brings an interesting 
perspective into Hu Shih’s involvement in a variety of situations. 
5 To clarify, Hu believed in the moral message Confucianism had, but believed that in order for a proper 
educational system to develop that the societal structure surrounding it needed to change drastically. 
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his thoughts on vernacular Chinese and Confucianism in general.6 Grieder’s book does an 
excellent job painting a broad picture of Hu Shih’s political identity through his analysis of his 
influential works and expanding on the specific reforms he attempted to spearhead. More 
specifically, Grieder examines Hu Shih’s essays on subjects ranging from philosophy to 
education reform and tries to use those to gauge his political alignment. Grieder’s book creates 
a broad understanding of the construction of Hu’s political identity through his responses to 
various reforms.7 While Grieder’s book does an excellent job outlining Hu Shih’s identity as a 
Constitutionalist, it falls short in assessing his relationships with those involved in the New 
Culture Movement and how those relationships impacted his ideas.8 This is an important defect 
because much of Hu Shih’s response to the New Culture Movement demonstrates a willingness 
to openly discuss and compromise with scholars and political figures with whom he had 
become acquainted.9 Grieder’s work does a good job at giving a broad, but clear and crisp 
overview of Hu Shih’s life. It falls short in appreciating that moderacy would provide Hu Shih the 
freedom to debate with people across the ideological spectrum. Grieder’s book brings this up in 
one section, but fails to expand upon its impacts later in his work: 
But, Hu was asked, is it possible to have effective political influence without 
participating directly in the exercise of power? Hu replies that “independent 
critics” such as he described have at their disposal two important means of 
making their judgements count. The first is, of course, the role that they play in 
shaping public opinion. The second is their role in the creation of an independent 
electoral majority. “Independent political critics have no party, yet sometimes it 
 
6 Grieder, Jerome Hu Shih and the Chinese Renaissance Liberalism in the Chinese Revolution, 1917-1937 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1970) 
7 Ibid. P3-73 
8 At the time period Hu Shih structured his arguments against the Communist revolution by recommending a 
peaceful resolution by a held vote. This was quite nonsensical given that China at the time did not have a formal 
constitution for guidelines around a new ruling party and as well, was scoffed at by members of the Kuomintang. 
9 It is important to note that Grieders book was a response to the harsh backlash Hu Shih’s character took during 
the cultural revolution. 
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can be said that they have a party. Their party consists of the innumerable 
unaffiliated independent voters. In nations where the political situation is clear 
and education well developed there is always a part of the electorate that 
belongs to no party or group; their support is given according to the excellence 
of policies and personalities. 
 The mark of Hu’s American experience is perhaps nowhere more evident 
than in this attempt to define his own role in the unsettled political life of China 
in terms of what he had seen in the United States. Even John Dewey, whose 
influence is particularly apparent here and who shared with Hu – or borrowed 
from him – many opinions concerning the nature of China’s crisis and its 
solution, entertained strong reservations on this score. 
The way this section ends shows Grieder’s concern with the moderate method advocated by Hu 
Shih, saying that even his mentor, John Dewey, had partial disagreements with maintaining a 
moderate stance considering the then current political context in China. That being said, 
Grieder’s work is still by far the best comprehensive work on understanding Hu Shih’s 
involvement in every aspect of Chinese life from 1917-1937 and should by no means be 
disparaged from an accuracy standpoint. Instead, I believe in expanding on Grieder’s work to 
provide an even fuller exploration of Hu Shih’s position on moderacy. 
The last major book studying Hu Shih’s political thought is Min-Chih Chou’s Hu Shih and 
Intellectual choice in modern China. Written in 1984, Chou takes an indirect approach to 
understanding the complexities of Hu Shih’s writing.10 He divides  his book into sections, each 
of which explores separate themes.  He believes that these sections, when taken together, 
provide a holistic understanding of Hu Shih’s moderate identity. Chou’s specific argument 
makes a link between Hu Shih’s moderacy and his pragmatism. In place of picking a specific 
time period related to Hu Shih’s life or thought, Chou selects an extensive group of articles on 
 




subjects ranging from Hu Shih’s time in America to his work in the Kuomintang. Chou’s goal is to 
demonstrate Hu Shih’s willingness to respond pragmatically to any situation or issue that arose. 
The primary issue Chou’s book brings to the fore is Hu’s inability to bring a functional solution 
to any of the issues he was responding to in the realm of both politics and educational and 
literary reform. Chou considers Hu Shih an articulate, politically-involved thinker but one who 
was ultimately ineffectual in accomplishing any significant policy changes. The issue with this 
interpretation is that it focuses on direct policy influences, which is a poor way to assess the 
effects intellectuals’ works have on the advancement and development of new policy in China 
in the 1920’s and 30’s. Essentially, Chou’s study seeks to diminish Hu Shih’s contributions, while 
my work argues that it was because of Hu’s moderacy that he was able to push both sides of 
the political spectrum to make changes that otherwise would not have occurred. 
Articles written about the life and work of Hu Shih are another important source of 
information. There are a large number of them so I will only discuss three that are directly 
relevant to the subject of this paper; Sor-hoon Tan’s “The Pragmatic Confucian Approach to 
Tradition in modernizing China”, David Damrosch’s “From Ithaca to Beijing: Hu Shih’s Peripheral 
Centrality”, and Chan Lien’s “Chinese Communism versus Pragmatism: The Criticism of Hu 
Shih’s Philosophy, 1950-1958” .  
One of the oldest articles on Hu Shih, Chan Lien’s “Chinese Communism versus 
Pragmatism: The Criticism of Hu Shih’s Philosophy, 1950-1958” in The Journal of Asian Studies 
explores the ideological differences between Hu Shih and the mainstream thinkers of the 
Chinese Communist party. Written in 1968, Lien’s work does a fantastic job reviewing the 
strange rivalry between Marxist / Leninist ideology and pragmatism, as represented in Hu Shih’s 
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thought. Lien’s  analysis breaks down the perceived barrier between the two lines of thought, 
and points out that in a sense, Marxist thinkers were more concerned with criticizing Hu Shih 
than with criticizing moderacy:  “[I]n a rather ironic sense, the communist criticism seems to 
have indicated that Hu Shih was not attacked because of his pragmatism but rather pragmatism 
was attacked because it has closely associated with Hu Shih’s far-reaching interest.”11  Lien 
demonstrates, through careful reading of Hu Shih’s works, that his pragmatism was what 
informed his political decisions, not the reverse. With considerable nuance, Lien demonstrates 
that Communist critiques of Hu Shih had resulted in the rise of common misconceptions about 
Hu’s philosophy.  Though more than fifty years old, Chan Lien’s work is outstanding, and a must 
read for anyone interested in understanding how Maoist movements sought to attack various 
intellectuals who advocated another path for China’s change. 
From a different perspective, Sor-Hoon Tan’s “The Pragmatic Confucian Approach to 
Tradition in modernizing China” focuses instead on Hu Shih’s writings on the Confucian classics.  
Tan highlights the similarities between Hu Shih’s pragmatism and Confucianism’s veneration of 
the past by looking at Hu Shih’s essays on progress and reform. Tan then utilizes Hu’s approach 
and writings to argue for “a more pragmatic Confucian approach to Chinese traditions that is 
selective in its transmission of the past and flexible enough in its ‘preservation’ to allow for 
progressive change.”12 Tan’s approach is interesting because it brings Hu Shih’s pragmatism to 
the fore in advocating its use as a method of modernizing China. 
 
11 Lien, Chan. “Chinese Communism Versus Pragmatism: The Criticism of Hu Shihs Philosophy, 1950–1958.” The 
Journal of Asian Studies 27, no. 3 (1968): 554. Note that in footnotes, the given name comes first, then the 
surname.   
12 Tan, Sor-Hoon. “The Pragmatic Confucian Approach To Tradition In Modernizing China.” History and Theory 51, 
no. 4 (2012): 23–44. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2303.2012.00645.x. 
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The last article, David Damrosch’s “From Ithaca to Beijing: Hu Shih’s Peripheral 
Centrality” focuses on the great failure of modern literature to include a wide diversity of 
modern works from peripheral contexts. Damrosch challenges the idea of centrality in 
comparative literature and introduces Hu Shih as central figure in modern literary movements. 
Damrosch’s article does a great job talking about Hu Shih’s thoughts on writing, which is vital to 
understanding not just his idea’s on society, but his view of his own work as well.13 
The works described above are an important subset of the overall historiography on Hu 
Shih.  While I have focused on issues related to Hu’s moderacy and pragmatism, the larger 
context of works on Hu also focus on his involvement in different movements such as the New 
Culture movement and the May 4th movement. In this paper, my approach is generally similar 
to that of Chou and Grieder.  Rather than focusing on Hu Shih’s identity as it pertains to the 
New Culture movement, I focus on shifts in his views and how these pertain to his justification 
for not getting involved in politics. Using this approach I will explore Hu’s unique assessments of 
Chinese society in the 1920’s and 30’s, and how moderacy made these possible. My analysis 
highlights the fact that while Hu was not directly involved in policy-making decisions until he  
joined the Kuomintang , he had a profound impact on the development and interpretation of 




13 Damrosch, David. “From Ithaca to Beijing: Hu Shih’s Peripheral Centrality.” Canadian Review of Comparative 




3. Hu Shih before the New Culture Movement 
While most works on Hu Shih begin with his involvement in the New Culture Movement, 
an examination of his life before that movement is, I believe, essential to understanding the 
genesis of his moderate views. Unfortunately, there are a dearth of sources that provide an 
accurate portrait of his life before university.  The result is that we know too little of the 
traditional, Confucian education that shaped his upbringing and, later, his moderate views. 
As a young man and budding intellectual, Hu encountered a variety of situations that 
would shape his views, especially where Confucianism was concerned. Hu was born in Jiangsu 
province in December of 1891. His father, Hu Chuan, served as a transit tax collector in the 
government after passing the lowest level of the Imperial examination system. He was not 
brought up in prosperous circumstances and was raised by his mother, Feng Shun-ti.14 His 
mother was much younger than his father, 18 to his father’s 50, and would long outlive him. 
Their relationship was atypical:  Hu Chuan taught his wife to read some Classical Chinese and 
was highly engaged in the upbringing of his children.15 Hu Shih’s father died as a result of illness 
in the middle of 1895, which left Hu Shih and his mother in a difficult situation.  In  his last will 
he urged Hu Shih to study, but provided little in the way of financial support. The family had 
just enough income to survive because of a tea shop that Hu Chuan had invested in, but outside 
of that, funds were tight.  Their financial stress was exacerbated by the failing economy of the 
late Qing dynasty. As a result of other societal constraints, Hu Shih and Feng Shun-ti had no say 
 
14 Hu Shih, Hu Si Shi Zi shu 四十自书 “Autobiography at 40”, (Foreign languages Teaching and Research Press; 1st 
edition: Beijing, CN, 2016) p26-29 
15 This was outside of the norm during the qing as most women in households were forbidden to learn to read and 
write in Confucian law. 
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over finances, which was controlled by Hung-Chui, Hu’s older brother, owing to the terms of Hu 
Chuan’s will. A toxic familial atmosphere formed as Hu was the only child of Feng Shun-ti in the 
family and his elder half-brothers disliked him.16 In 1904, after the resolution of the various 
reform movements, Hu Shih’s brothers Hung-Chui and Hung-pi told their studious brother that 
he  would be wasting his time preparing for the civil service examination. Despite his talents, 
they believed he was not smart enough to succeed at the highly competitive exams.  Even 
more, they worried that the continued existence of the Imperial exams was unlikely.17 This 
assertion turned out to be true when the examination system was shortly thereafter abolished 
in 1905.  
At their recommendation Hu Shih went to learn in various schools in Shanghai at the 
young age of 12.18 In 1904 Shanghai was a city of close to a million people, and was home to a 
diverse range of thinkers and a progressive learning atmosphere. Rather than draw 
comparisons between the Confucian classics and Western thought, as was intended by those 
who founded the new schools in Shanghai, Hu Shih’s  learning focused instead on 
comprehending the many disasters that had befallen China in the preceding hundred years.19 
 
16 Based on the information in the book, Hu was very partial to his mother for the sacrifices shed made for him. It 
seems that she ensured hu was raised to be the ideal Confucian gentlemen. This is expounded by the fact that Hu’s 
mother sacrificed a large amount of her money to ensure the Teacher paid extra attention to Hu. “My mother was 
a widow at twenty-three and was at the same time a step-mother charged with the running of a big household. 
The cruel heartaches of that life was ten thousand times beyond what my pen could convey.” Hu Shih 
“Autobiography at 40” p54 
17 Hu Shih “Autobiography at 40”, p29-37 , a list of his early influences on page 37 
18 It is important to note that rural schooling was not a standardized system at the time. Hu would be taught in 
tandem with other clan’s children by a scholar who had passed the lowest level of examination system. These 
people were often held in low regard as they were unable to attain another job as a result of their shortcomings 
and being a teacher did not pay well. For more information I would refer to China’s Examination Hell: The Civil 
service examinations in imperial China by Ichisada Miyazaki. 
19 Greider, Hu Shih and the Chinese Renaissance, P21-22 
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As a result, Hu encountered a variety of banned materials including Liang Qichao’s reform 
paper, New Citizen Journal.20 Liang’s writings by this time focused largely on principles drawn 
from Social Darwinism.  China’s plight led Liang to advocate for the necessity of a constitutional 
monarchy, as the only path forward for China.21 Liang’s writings made Hu Shih aware of the 
growing nationalism among China’s most forward-looking young thinkers. During his time in 
Shanghai, Hu attended three separate schools that all taught modern curricula and offered 
specific courses in “Western studies.” 22   
In this climate, even the most Confucian of scholars saw societal and philosophical 
issues from a comparative perspective. Yet when addressing new ideas from outside China, 
Confucian scholars examined those new ideas from within the Confucian worldview. Most 
conspicuously, this Confucian worldview was a hierarchical one, which took for granted  social 
stratification and governmental hierarchy. Western ideas, with their egalitarian spirit, stood as 
implicit and sometimes explicit challenge to the Confucian system.  This egalitarian spirit made 
it very difficult for Confucian scholars at every level of society to contemplate change. Hu 
received the most progressive education available in China at that time, one that was grounded 
in new Western learning.  But his Confucian education would continue to influence his thinking.  
So it was that, as Western-educated Confucian, that Hu Shih became a moderate.   
The Sino-Japanese war (1937-1945), a conflict which left China in tatters at the hands of 
an increasingly imperialistic Japanese state, had a profound impact on Hu’s thinking. Yet 
 
20 In Chinese 新民丛报 or xinmincongbao 
21 Social Darwinism was the idea that only the fittest survived, and if a country or people were weak it was a result 
of their inability to adapt, thus justifying their elimination. 
22 Hu Shih “Autobiography at 40”, p46 
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perhaps surprisingly, the Sino-Japanese war did not result in an increasingly negative sentiment 
towards Japan by most well-read Chinese. According to Hu Shih’s autobiography, the consensus 
among both his schoolmates and his teachers was a lingering support for the Japan following  
the Russo-Japanese war (1904-1905), one borne out of the idea of pan-Asian solidarity.  Beyond 
this sense of Eastern unity that brought hope to the minds of many young scholars in China, the 
publication of journals like Liang Qichao’s New Citizen Journal, with its positive view of Japan, 
influenced Chinese thinkers. After 1908, Hu sought to study abroad after being inspired by 
foreign journals’ critiques of Chinese society. He succeeded at getting this chance when he 
qualified for the Boxer Indemnity in 1910 under the guise of going to study Agriculture. Shortly 
thereafter, Hu began his studies at Cornell.23 
4. China: 1911 -1917 
A brief outline of the political situation leading up to the New Culture movement will 
help us understand why the choosing of ideological sides, or the decision to remain a moderate 
as Hu Shih did, was such a pressing question for intellectuals in early twentieth-century China. 
In 1911, while the revolution that would overthrew the Qing dynasty was still underway, Hu 
Shih was studying at Cornell and sought to expand his understanding of Western philosophy.24 
In this student years, Hu constantly wrote about events in China, hoping to claim a role in public 
debates so that when he returned he could contribute to the movement to “save China”. In 
1911, the Xinhai Revolution (辛亥革命), led by Sun Yatsen and Yuan Shikai, successfully 
 
23 Hu Shih “Autobiography at 40”, P137-145 
24 The indemnity allowed select students to study in American institutions. The hope was that America would 
influence them to create a new political party that would be more amicable to creating trade deals. Not much has 
been written on this. 
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overthrew the Qing dynasty and established the Republic of China. During the revolution Chen 
Duxiu, who would go on to found the Chinese Communist Party, was studying in Japan to 
understand how to inform the public of new ideas. As the examination system was abolished in 
1905, faith in traditional Confucian systems was crumbling. The Xinhai Revolution expanded on 
this idea and called into question all prior existing systems of governance. Thus would be 
planted the seeds of what would become the movement that Hu Shih and Chen Duxiu would 
lead, the New Culture Movement.25 
In the eight years between the revolution and the beginning of the New Culture 
Movement there were two factions vying for power. The faction aiming for a constitutional 
monarchy was led by Yuan Shikai, a Qing general who directed the military forces in the 
revolution. The Republican faction, after 1912 known as the Kuomintang, was led by Sun Yat-
sen and was aiming for a more democratic system of governance. Eventually the two groups 
came to a head in 1913 after a member of the Kuomintang, Song Jiaoren, was assassinated with 
all evidence pointing towards Yuan Shikai’s government.26 The subsequent second revolution 
by Sun Yat-sen’s Kuomintang led to another round of influential figures being ejected from 
China and the 1915 declaration of Yuan Shikai as the new emperor. Unfortunately for Yuan, 
several people jockeying for position within the new government had convinced military 
contingents in various areas to go rogue, fracturing the country in the beginning of what 
 
25 It is important to note that these events also influenced Hu Shih and Chen Duxiu, but not one that can easily be 
measured with available source material. Shinkichi, Eto and Schiffrin, Harold China’s Republican Revolution (Tokyo, 
Japan: University of Tokyo Press, 1994) 
26 On Song Jiaoren and his importance for political movements at the time, see  K.S. Liew’s Struggle for Democracy: 
Sung Chiao-jen and the 1911 Chinese Revolution.  This valuable work highlights his importance in organized 
political support in early modern China, while giving a good overview of the complexity of Xinhai revolution. 
14 
 
became known as the Warlord Era (1916-1928).27
 
Hu’s primary concern was ordinary Chinese men and women, whose lives had been destroyed 
in China’s endless conflicts.  To Hu, the Kuomintang putatively the party of the people, had 
failed to bring these conflicts to a quick end.28 Presciently, Hu voiced fear that Yuan Shikai 
would abandon Republican government and declare himself emperor. Hu outlined the general 
support Yuan garnered even though his past was filled with numerous actions against 
progressive reform movements, thus marking him as likely to return to past corrupt practices.29 
 The larger idea brought forth by Hu Shih was the difficulty of enforcing change at a 
structural level in Chinese society. Aside from government structure, the Confucian familial 
 
27 Map Pictured below represents the different factions during the time. Original map is located at the Beijing 
University Archives. Empire of China 1915-1916 
28 Many of the warlords involved in the Xinhai revolution showed a disregard for human life and wellbeing. The 
result was a fracturing amongst those who wanted a republic and those who wanted to avoid a potentially 
despotic regime. 
29 Hu Shih “A Republic for China” in English Writings of Hu Shih vol. 3: National Crisis and Public Diplomacy Ed. Chih 
P’ing Chou, (New York, NY: Springer Hiedelberg, 2013) P3 
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structure played a strong part in the hard-headed nature of Chinese society. In order to create 
lasting change, even with leadership such as Sun Yat-sen, one would have to be willing to strike 
down a hundred generations’ worth of family structures in an irrevocable way. From his own 
upbringing, Hu understood the power of the Chinese family, bulwarked as it was by Confucian 
values and imperial governance.  Because of this, Hu argued that the only way forward was a 
republic where people elected representatives to create the change they found necessary.  This 
change would extirpate the familial baseline and replace it with a populist one.30 Though it 
might sound radical to us, Hu’s position was moderate in that it did not seek to destroy the 
family, only to remove it from having a place as the model for government.  Furthermore, Hu 
did not seek to destroy the essence of Confucianism entirely, rather he wanted to encourage 
the Chinese populace to implement the progressive changes to society at a pace which they felt 
was reasonable while still moving away from the restrictive stranglehold Confucianism had on 
systems of governance. Essentially, Hu viewed Confucianism as a source of tradition and 
historical lesson—a guide for private life, but not for government. This was much more 
moderate than the views presented later by the Kuomintang and Chinese Communist Party. 
Both advocated for either wholesale maintenance of Confucian values, or utter destruction of 
all things associated with Confucianism. Before I can go into more depth about the nature of Hu 
Shih’s writings, I must first outline exactly what Confucianism is and why it was so important to 
Chinese society. 
 
30 It is important to note the last part is very evocative towards the idea of a destratification of society, which in 
some ways is Marxist before Marxism gains popularity in china. “You have all seen the “Young Turks” cast their 
Sultan into prison; you have all seen Portugal exile her king; and you have all seen Mexico elect her first president 
of the new Republic. China simply responds to the worlds might, irresistible call. Hu Shih A Republic for China P4 
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5. Confucian Context 
As it stood, Confucianism was the center of the arguments occurring within the New 
Culture movement and beyond. Confucianism was a collection of philosophical teachings that 
focused on societal ethics and order which transcended the barrier between religion and 
humanism. Rather than defining a specific figure as the justification for a system of beliefs, such 
as Buddha or Jesus, Confucianism emphasizes interpersonal relationships based on hierarchy. 
At the center of the Confucian structure is the concept of filial piety.  Filial Piety functions as a 
system where people must fulfill their assigned roles for society to thrive. The subsequent 
creation of a variety of hierarchies as filial piety functions within a person’s every action. An 
example of this is the role of a Father; a father must not just be a father to his son, but a 
husband to his wife and a leader to his family. In this way so too must a ruler be a ruler not just 
to his subjects, but also to himself. He must uphold virtue and benevolence, 仁 or ren. This is 
the central construct around which the governing systems of China were structured when 
Confucianism took popular hold. One can only be virtuous if one follows the concept of the five 
cardinal relationships.31  
In part, these systems were defined by the Rectification of Names (正名), A good 
explanation of this relationship comes from Benjamin Schwartz The World of Thought in 
Ancient China: “[Chad) Hansen states that “the rectification of names operates on the 
presupposition that the primary function of language is to instill attitudes guiding choice and 
 
31  The five cardinal relationships are identified in the order: Ruler and Subject, Father and son, Elder and Younger 
Brother, Husband and Wife, and friend to friend. Lai, Karyn An introduction in Chinese Philosophy (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008) 
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action.”32 To clarify, the idea behind the rectification of names:  when a person holds a certain 
title, such as father, those around him should treat him as such. In this way, Confucianism 
justifies the importance of a social hierarchy that creates the existence of every echelon in 
society. Ideas like these found their way into the Imperial examination system.  From the sixth 
century, officials were chosen  based on their understanding of Confucian ideas, as reflected in 
their performance on highly formulaic examinations. While practical knowledge was largely 
excluded from the exams in favor of Confucian philosophy, the result was a merit-based system 
for the selection of officials.  .33  But it did mean that Confucian indoctrination became 
universal.   
The system continued to evolve and change as society did, eventually reaching the 
pinnacle of its importance in the Qing dynasty after the Manchu people conquered China. The 
examination system had three levels, each qualified the candidate for higher levels of service in 
different government positions. The highest level of examination, the jinshi (进士), allowed for 
a person to serve in the imperial court which gave them access to numerous channels of 
information. With some exceptions, those who passed the  Jinshi examination were staunchly 
Confucian. Once the examination system ended in 1905, young people and their families turned 
to other sources of knowledge, as the Confucian exams lost their stranglehold on society.  
Meanwhile, those interested in revolutionary activity began seeking education in other 
countries such as America and Japan. All of these changes obviously influenced Hu Shih, as the 
 
32 Schwartz, Benjamin The World of Though in Ancient China (Boston, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985) P94 
33 Miyazaki, Ichisada China’s Examination Hell: The Civil Service Examinations of Imperial China (New York, NY: 
Weather Hill Press, 1976) 
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school he attended at Shanghai was a byproduct of the aforementioned reform and 
revolutionary attempts against the Qing Dynasty. 
The Hundred Days Reform in 1898 sought to reform the government of China into a 
more Western constitutional monarchy. The basis of the system sought to fulfill a similar gap in 
Chinese Confucian thought, that those with knowledge should be the ones to implement 
changes and run the government. The leaders of the Hundred Days Reform, Kang Youwei and 
Liang Qichao, argued that a different approach was necessary and that a new form of learning 
was vital for the future of the country. For Kang Youwei, the idea was that the inclusion of 
Western texts was not central and that to save China a reevaluation of the classics must occur. 
Liang approached the situation as one that for true learning to occur, Confucianism must not be 
the sole proprietor of one’s intellectual thought. Liang advocated for a holistic system of 
modern education, with increased availability of schooling and Western style universities that 
would fuse the teaching of the classics with Western rational thought.34 Hu Shih’s ideas were 
much influenced by those of Liang Qichao.  And  Beijing University, the modern institution that 
arose from the 1898 Reform Movement, would become Hu’s primary platform. The reform 
movement also laid the foundation for the creation of the factions that became the 
Monarchists and the Republicans in the Xinhai Revolution. While the movement did a great 
deal for the advancement of Chinese society, it ultimately failed when the Empress Dowager 
 
34 Modern education in this case was referring to a comparable education to those achieved in japan or the west. 
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Cixi, supported by Yuan Shikai, suppressed it brutally. Those involved where either executed or 
fled the country, as was the case for Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei.35 
These failed reform movements led to increased divisiveness and set China towards a 
bubbling over of aggression in 1899 that would become known as the Boxer Rebellion. The 
basis of the Boxer Rebellion was discontent with a variety of issues, mainly the occupation of 
China by foreign powers. The Boxer Rebellion was eventually crushed by an eight-nation 
alliance comprised of various Western powers that had been involved in Chinese affairs.36 The 
negotiated treaty, the Boxer Protocol, specified a variety of concessions ranging from additional 
territory for Western treaty ports to reparations. The most important of the concessions was 
the 5-year cancellation of the civil service examinations and the transfer of most European 
methods of territorial enforcement to Japan. While this may seem mild in context, the resulting 
effect was the eventual dissolution of the civil service exams and the collapse of the Qing 
Dynasty as a result of increased uprisings in areas where the exams were cancelled. In the areas 
affected by these cancellations, people sought alternatives for their family members that had 
planned to take the exams. A common replacement was to send the specific family member 
outside of China to study at a foreign university.37 Eventually a program was formed that made 
this process easier to accomplish. The Boxer Indemnity exchange program between China and 
America was a very effective program that sought to help modernize China through influencing 
 
35 Xiaobing, Tang Global Space and the Nationalist Discourse of modernity: The historical thinking of Liang Qichao. 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996) 
36 The eight-nation alliance was comprised of Britain, Russia, Japan, France, Germany, The United States, Italy, and 
Austria-Hungary. As much as I would love to expand on the importance the rebellion had for the diplomatic 
relations in the region, that would be better suited for another paper. 
37 Japan, America, Britain, Germany, and France were the most likely landing spots. 
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young intellectual minds. Hu Shih utilized this program to help his family and work towards a 
better future for China through his time spent at Cornell and Columbia. 
6. Hu Shih at Cornell and Columbia 
To start, Hu was initially attending Cornell in order to obtain a degree in Agricultural 
sciences. As a result of his family’s attempt to provide him an education, Hu sought out an 
alternative to the currently failing Confucian schools. While I cannot pinpoint the exact point at 
which it occurred, he would switch to the study of philosophy, eventually earning a degree in it. 
One of his first and most telling essays came in the form of a response to the Xinhai Revolution 
and the formation of a new Republican government, titled “A Republic for China.” The essay 
focuses on an argument against the judgmental thoughts of Westerners, who “Sneer and 
laugh” at the idea of a republic for China. What Hu brings up to this point is not only interesting, 
because it goes against what a lot of Chinese revolutionaries argued: 
The world seems to have the misconception that democracy is entirely a new 
thing to the Chinese. I call it a misconception because, though China has been 
under a monarchical government for thousands of years, still, behind the 
monarchs and the aristocrats there has been dominating in China, a quiet, 
peaceful, oriental form of democracy. The Book of History, the oldest of China’s 
Classics, has the Golden Rule for the rulers: 
The people should be cherished. 
And Should not be downtrodden. 
The People are the root of a nation: 
If the root be firm the nation is safe.38 
 
This is important because an argument that draws upon the past is central to a majority 
of Hu Shih’s work. What Hu Shih is seeking to do here is bring forth the idea that there are 
 
38 Hu Shih “A Republic for China” in English Writings of Hu Shih vol. 3: National Crisis and Public Diplomacy Ed. Chih 
P’ing Chou, (New York, NY: Springer Hiedelberg, 2013) P1-3 
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things that were more democratic, and even modern sounding, in China’s past; these were just 
not perceptible to the Western world. In this way we see the connection to Hu Shih’s pragmatic 
moderacy because he believes that there are portions of the Confucian system to be preserved, 
while still making necessary changes to various other areas. Hu continues to outline the 
importance of Confucian teaching as a limit on the emperor’s power instead of 
constitutionalism as is the case in most Western republics. Perhaps most importantly, the 
article takes a position on Yuan Shikai, scolding him for his involvement in the quashing of the 
1898 reform movement: 
To the minds of the Chinese Yuan Shih-kai is a mean man, a traitor! It was he 
who betrayed the late emperor and brought to a disastrous end the reformation 
of 1898, which would have succeeded but for the treason of Yuan, and which, if 
it had succeeded, would have spared the world the Boxers’ War and saved the 
Chinese from the shame and the weighty burden of indemnity which resulted 
from that war. During the short period of his premiership thousands of lives and 
millions of properties were lost which would have been speared but for the 
ambitious efforts of Yuan. He is not in the hearts of the people: He has sinned 
against his country.39 
The Central point of the paper is simple:  Hu believes that the people are important to 
the governance of China and always have been; therefore, the people should be allowed to 
decide who governs them. It is within this idea and framework that Hu starts developing a 
variety of his theories. For the purpose of this paper we will be focusing on four separate areas, 
Hu’s thoughts on writing, language, education, and politics, and how these four together affect 
his view on what is needed to create a more modern China through steady, but moderate and 
 
39 Hu Shih“A Republic For China” 
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pragmatic reform. Before we can address these ideas, however, we must introduce the forces 
influenceing Hu Shih during his time at Columbia University. 
After leaving Cornell, Hu Shih went to Columbia to complete a PhD under a professor 
who was influential in the field of philosophy and education, John Dewey. Dewey would play an 
influential role in the development of Hu’s moderate views through teaching him about his own 
pragmatic system of thought which Hu would eventually change to fit his own ideas. An 
influential figure for a variety of reasons, his crowning achievements came in philosophy or 
educational reform based on his central thought of Pragmatism. Pragmatism is a system of 
thought that beckons a person to focus on concrete problems and their solution rather than 
looking at hypothetical issues that don’t currently exist but could in the future. To define it 
further, Dewey argued that humans follow the model of the tabula rasa, a blank slate as 
interpreted by Aristotle and others, and as people live they gain experience that shapes their 
personality and decision making within social interactions.40 Dewey argues that within these 
experiences, every scenario a human encounters and responds to fills this blank slate, creating 
and solidifying identity and affecting a person’s moral center. At the time, this view was 
antithetical to most philosophers who adhered to the very different idea of experiential 
determinism. Most philosophers viewed experience within a very strict metaphysical definition 
whereby only perceptions or reflections done by the subjective mind would work towards the 
culmination of experience to shape the tabula rasa. Dewey expanded that definition to include 
interactions that occurred within the objective, logical mind as well. How does this play into Hu 
 
40 The others in this case are Jean Jacques Rousseau, Hegel, William James, and Charles Sanders Pierce. 
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Shih’s thought process? Following his graduation from Columbia in 1916, Hu shih constructed 
his views on the four subjects of writing, literature, education, and politics all within this 
pragmatic thought process and sought to implement wholesale changes to Chinese society 
through various reforms in a way approved of by the populace that would gradually change the 
structure of governance. Using this as a base lets us reconstruct Hu Shih’s viewpoints and 
interpret his writings in a way that brings a new light to his previous work in terms of the 
contexts they were written in. 
7. Thoughts on Writing and Literature 
Hu Shih wrote a range of articles that included a variety of interpretations of the 
Confucian classics. Through these interpretations he sought to outline a singular idea, that the 
classics were not the essence of Chinese society. To support this assertion, Hu Shih pointed 
toward the variety of literatures and plays published in China that fell outside of the classics but 
demonstrated much more information about the changing identity of Chinese society at the 
time.  While not an article I will be discussing at length, Hu Shih’s “Introduction to Monkey” 
outlines this belief very well, discussing a well-known Chinese novel. The original story, Journey 
to the West (also known as Monkey) was written by Wu Cheng’en in the Ming dynasty and 
focused on a Buddhist monks’ journey to India. While the novel itself is just that, Hu Shih 
outlines the importance of the novel as a reflection of popular readership which demonstrates 
the kind of reading the populace may have been interested in during the Ming dynasty. Overall, 
his position is clear, that while the classics contain an important guideline to the structure of 
Chinese society, they do not inform the reader of what society was like, or even how it 
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advanced in many cases. In order to accomplish an understanding of that one must look at the 
living literature of each era.  
 In order to understand this argument, we will look at three articles published by Hu 
Shih in Chinese in 1917, 1918 and 1922, all focusing on the topic of the current literary 
revolution that was occurring and how the popularization of an old form of Chinese became an 
extreme influencer in the advancement of the literature of this period. The articles were each 
translated into English by Chou Chih-Ping, a professor who specializes in Hu Shih’s work at 
Princeton University. 
The first article, “A Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform,” focuses on Hu Shih’s 
response to an article published by a group of Confucian scholars repudiating modern literature 
and calling for a return to the study of the classics. It was published in tandem with the work of 
another New Culture movement intellectual, Chen Duxiu, and his response to the same group 
of scholars. 
At the beginning Hu focuses on the issue that many people have discussed:  the issue of 
the classics and their place in society and governance. He summarizes his ideas in eight points:  
I believe that literary reform at the present time must begin with these eight 
items: (1) Write with substance. (2) Do not imitate the ancients. (3) Emphasize 
grammar. (4) Reject melancholy. (5) Eliminate old clichés. (6) Do not use 
allusions. (7) Do not use couplets and parallelisms. And (8) Do not avoid popular 
expressions or popular forms of characters.41 
 
41 Hu Shih “A Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform” from Sources of Chinese Tradition: From 1600 through the 
Twentieth Century, compiled by WM Theodore de Bary and Richard Lufrano (New York, NY: Columbia University 
Press, 2000) P357-360 
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It is important to note how these outlined points play broadly into a general pragmatic 
lens. Looking at points (1), (6), and (7), all these points are about a writer being straightforward 
and to the point, fitting within the pragmatic outline of focusing on the issue of a more modern 
style of writing. Consequently for (2), (4), (5) and (8), we see a direct move towards making 
writing consumable and understandable to the general public, which is pragmatic in the sense 
that it removes the barrier that the Confucian classics created in the construction of an 
inclusive reform system that only those with knowledge of the classics could participate in. By 
advocating this Hu Shih is supporting his earlier idea that China’s people should be allowed to 
vote and be more involved in their system of governance. Using these two general outlines of 
these grouped points, lets break down how Hu Shih looks at each issue. 
1. Write with substance. By substance I mean: (a) Feeling.  … Feeling is the soul of 
literature. Literature without feeling is like a man without a soul. … (b) Thought. 
By Thought I mean insight, knowledge, and ideals. Thought does not necessarily 
depend on literature for transmission, but literature becomes more valuable if it 
contains thought, and thought is more valuable if it possesses literary value. This 
is the reason why the essays of Zhuangzi, the poems of Tao Qian [365-427], Li Bo 
[689-762], and Du Fu [717-770], the ci of Xin Jiaxuan [1140-1207] and the novel 
of Shi Naian [that is, the Shuihu zhuan or Water Margin] are matchless for all 
times. … in Recent Years literary men have satisfied themselves with tones, 
rhythm, words, and phrases and have had neither lofty thoughts nor genuine 
feeling. This is the chief cause of the deterioration of literature. This is the based 
effect of superficiality over substantiality, that is to say, writing without 
substance. To remedy this bad situation, we must resort to substance. And what 
is substance? Nothing but feeling and thought.42 
Not only do we see an indirect critique of the Confucian classics here, we see an 
exemplification of the vernacular literature. In this case, the vernacular literature is referring to 
things written in colloquial Chinese, or baihuawen (白话文) which is directly contrasting the 
 
42 Hu Shih “A Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform” 
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former system of written literature, wenyan (文言), or classical Chinese. This idea reshaped the 
very fabric of how the country would work its way forward and also brought a new voice into 
the fold of politics, the voice of the people. Before we can clarify what Hu Shih means by feeling 
and thought, we need to review the second point he raises in this essay: 
2. Do not imitate the ancients. Literature changes with time. Each period from 
Zhou and Qin to Song, Yuan, and Ming has its own literature. This is not my 
private opinion but the universal law of the advancement of civilization. Take 
prose, for example. There is the prose of the Classic of History, the prose of the 
ancient philosophers, the prose of [the historians] Sima Qian and Ban Gu, the 
prose of the [Tang and Song masters] Han Yu, Liu Zongyuan, Ouyang Xiu, Su Xun, 
the prose of the Recorded Conversations of the Neo-Confucians, and the prose of 
Shi Naian and Cao Xueqin [d. ca. 1765, author of The Dream of Red Mansions, 
also called The Dream of the Red Chamber]. This is the development of prose. … 
Each period has changed in accordance with its situation and circumstance, each 
with its own characteristic merits. From the point of view of historical evolution, 
we cannot say that the writings of the ancients are all superior to those of 
modern writers. The Prose of Zuo Qiuming [sixth century BCE, author of the 
Zuozhuan] and Sima Qian is wonderful, compared to the Zuozhuan and Records 
of the Historian, wherein is Shi Naian’s Water Margin (Shuihu Zhuan) inferior? … 
I have always held that colloquial stories alone in modern Chinese literature can 
proudly be compared with the first-class literature of the world. Because they do 
not imitate the past but only describe the society of the day, they have become 
genuine literature.43 
 
The second point brings some clarity to what the idea of literature made of feeling and thought. 
The creation of literature that portrays the feelings of people, of their current situation is 
central to the idea that Hu Shih is advocating here. The basic argument that this is presenting is 





problems. Of course, this is impossible to achieve in clarity without point (3) which encourages 
an emphasis on grammar so that the modern literature would be easily understandable.  
Point (4) expounds upon this by critiquing the other side of the issue, which is literature 
that is too melancholic. In this case, what Hu is talking about is the fact that, while the people 
may have a reason to be sad the idea of sadness does not offer solutions for the advancement 
of Chinese society in ways that would solve the cause of the sadness.44 This isn’t to say that Hu 
thinks that melancholic literature is bad, just that, at the juncture at which China found itself, 
producing meaningful literature that presents solutions is just as important. Point (5) and (6) 
work together to clarify Hu’s methodology for the usefulness of writing about modern issues, 
rather than the past. 
5. Eliminate old clichés. By this I merely mean that writers should describe in 
their own words what they personally experience. So long as they achieve the 
goal of describing things and expressing the mood without sacrificing Realism, 
that is literary achievement. Those who employ old clichés are lazy people who 
refuse to coin their own terms of description. 
6. Do not use allusions. I do not mean allusion in the broad sense. These are five 
kinds: (a) analogies employed by ancient writers, which have universal 
meaning … ; (b) idioms; (c) references to historical events … ; (d) quoting from or 
referring to people in the past for comparison … : and (e) quotations. … Allusions 
such as these may or may not be used.  
But I do not approve of the use of allusions in the narrow sense. By using 
allusions I mean that writers are incapable of creating their own expressions to 
portray the scene before them or the concepts in their minds, and instead 




45 Hu Shih “A Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform,” 
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What Hu Shih is advocating is the use of writing as a practical tool. He seeks to persuade 
people to write in a more clear and concise way that is understandable to those people who 
lacked background knowledge and classical language training. This serves Hu Shih’s moderate 
pragmatism well by encouraging people to formulate their own views, thus allowing them to 
question those who are both for and against the current system of governance. As well, Hu 
suggests the classics were not suitable to modern-day problem solving. This is not to say that 
Hu was devaluing the classics.  Instead, he believed knowledge of the classics should not be a 
prerequisite to understanding and debating the important matters of the day. All in all, this 
helps demonstrate that Hu Shih wants modern writing to have a point and seek to answer 
questions or bring problems forth, not to dwell solely in the realm of artistic creation for no 
purpose at all. Point (7) does well to expand on this idea even more. 
7. Do not use couplets and parallelisms. Parallelism is a special characteristic of 
human language. This is why in ancient writings such as those of Laozi and 
Confucius, there are occasionally couplets. …. But these are fairly natural 
expressions and have no indication of being forced or artificial, especially 
because there is no rigid requirement about the number of words, tones, or 
parts of speech. Writers in the age of literary decadence, however, who had 
nothing to say, emphasized superficiality, the extreme of which led to the 
development of the parallel prose, regulated ci, and the long regulated verse. It 
is not that there are no good products in these forms, but they are, in the final 
analysis, few. Why? Is it not because they restrict to the highest degree the free 
expression of man? To talk about literary reform today, we must “first establish 
the fundamental”46 and not waste our useful energy in the nonessentials of 
subtlety and delicacy. This is why I advocate giving up couplets and rhymes. Even 
if they (?) cannot be abolished, they should be regarded as literary stunts and 
nothing to be pursued seriously.47 
 
46 Referring to Mencius 
47 Hu Shih “A Preliminary discussion of literary reform.” 
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Given the above, we can tell that the primary concern of Hu Shih’s idea of literary 
reform is one that requires knowledge of the vulgate tongue as the established fundamental as 
discussed by Mencius. In this, Hu is clearly hoping to create clarity in a discussion that a clear 
definition of terms is vital. The most important note I can make here is that is hard to clarify 
what is meant by subtlety and delicacy in terms of the philosophical debates of the time. When 
discussing subtlety along the guidelines Hu Shih is describing, it is usually in reference to the 
complexity of written works and their underlying meaning. In most cases people who advocate 
for a removal of subtlety are essentially seeking a dumbing down of the literature to the point 
where it can be understood by all. While this can have clear benefits, there are numerous 
concerns that this can do more harm than good to the development of a more broadly 
educated group of people. Given the complexity of this discussion and the difficulty of 
translating his written works I cannot give a definitive answer on if Hu Shih was discussing 
subtlety in this context. That being said given the propensity of his writings on the classics he 
had a clear interest in the resolution of that debate in some form that would assist in the 
preservation of Chinese culture while power the engine of literary progress in the country. 
Along these lines, the last point perhaps most interestingly is pertaining to words that have a 
variety of definitions in popular expressions. 
8. Do not avoid popular expressions or popular forms of characters. When 
Buddhist scriptures introduced into China, because classical expressions could 
not express their meanings, translators used clear and simple expressions.” 
This is important because this is part of the essence of the use of vernacular Chinese. 
The ability to adapt and demonstrate social concerns is only available through the vulgate 
tongue. Without vernacular Chinese and popular terms, the farmer is able to communicate in a 
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verbal, localized setting, but nothing more. This results in a system where while some problems 
can be discussed locally, there is a disconnect between the local issues occurring and the 
governance choices of those looking over the entire state. It is also easier to portray new ideas 
in vernacular Chinese as vernacular Chinese is meant to be adaptable. As a result, using 
vernacular Chinese has a distinct advantage of not only being able to show the meaning of new 
terms, but also allowing people to discuss complex issues on a broader level than Classical 
Chinese would. The second article, A Literary Revolution in China, comes from the journal “The 
Peking Leader” and seeks to assess what exactly the literary revolution is: 
“The so-called “Chinese literary revolution” which has aroused so much 
opposition in conservative quarters but which certainly has all promises of 
success, means simply a conscious demand for a living literature – a literature 
which shall be written in the spoken tongue and shall truly represent the life and 
needs of the people. 
It is obvious to all critical observers that the literature of modern China 
does not represent the real life of the nation: it is mostly imitative of the 
literature of the past. “Classicism” is not fitting epithet for this literature: it is a 
dead literature – a literature which persistently excludes the language of 
everyday conversation and is only vaguely intelligible to the classically trained 
few but is totally inaccessible to the vast number of the people. 
It is against this literature that the “literary revolutionists” direct their 
attack.”48 
Let’s break this section down. Hu’s central argument is that China was too focused on its 
classical literature, the Confucian classics, to give an accurate picture of modern China. In order 
to achieve a clear picture of the state of modern China the people must instead start to write a 
living literature which pertains less to lessons on moral issues and more to issues facing 
everyday society. Hu is addressing one of the most persistent problems in Chinese culture:  that 
 
48 Hu Shih “A Literary Revolution in China” in English writings of Hu Shih Vol. 1, literature and society Ed. Chih Ping 
Chou (New York, NY: Springer Heidelberg, 2013) P3-6 
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the classical language was virtually unintelligible to the ordinary person. Traditionally, only 
those who could read classical Chinese were permitted access to the political realm. Hu raised 
similar issues in “A Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform,” discussed above, but this article 
expands upon and further  clarifies the issues.   
Hu Shih outlines the start of the movement towards more popular use of the vernacular 
language in education as being a long existing one. There were once short-lived periodicals 
published in the vulgate tongue, but the idea of “advocacy of the vulgate tongue as the only 
legitimate literary medium is movement of quite recent origin.”49. He outlines the specific 
stimulus of the movement as an article published in La Jeunesse, or New Youth titled 
“Suggestions for the Reform of Chinese Literature,”50 which is another translation for the article 
examined above.51 Hu Shih continues on to outline the importance of the article for starting the 
discussion, which he then points out was carried forward by Chen Duxiu and his article “ For a 
Revolution in Literature”52 which discusses how that reform must take place. To further prove 
that point, Hu Shih and Chen Duxiu, the two men who currently ran La Jeunesse, restarted the 
writing of the journal from its current French and Classical Chinese counterparts to only the 
vernacular. Hu Shih outlines this as the essential demonstration that the vulgate tongue works 
wonders on the dissemination of ideas as La Jeunesse and its widespread reader base. 
In a continuation of the article, Hu Shih outlines how vernacular prose literature can be 
as refined, and emotion-laden, as the classical prose that came before it. From this preliminary 
 
49 Hu Shih “A Literary Revolution in China” P4 
50 Found in La Juenesse, Vol II, No.5 
51 The Chinese for this would be 新青年(xinqingnian) 
52 Found in La Juenesse, Vol II, No.6 
32 
 
assertion, Hu outlines the vernacular language’s reception in multiple publications—a sure sign 
of its usefulness in education: 
In spite of all opposition by defenders of the classical imitative literature, the 
movement for a vulgate literature is steadily spreading. There are several 
scientific philosophical works now being published in the spoken language. 
Editors of several newspapers, such as the Kuo Min Kung Pao (国民公报) of 
Peking, and the Shih Shih Hsin Pao (时事新报) of Shanghai, are now writing their 
editorials in it. Other periodicals, notably the Weekly Review (每周评论) of 
Peking, and The Renaissance (新潮), a monthly edited by the students of the 
Government University, are publishing almost exclusively vulgate articles and 
versus in their columns. Last but not least, Mr. Liang Chi-chao (梁启超), whose 
writings have greatly influenced the Chinese for almost 20 years, is now writing 
his Sunday lay sermons in the spoken language.53 
This consumption of knowledge meant that the New Culture movement, which many 
were skeptical of at first, was spreading in popularity not just among the educated elite but also 
among the populace more generally. Overall, the indicator this represented was not just a 
widespread consumption of new ideas, but a widespread usage of the aptly called vulgate 
tongue, reaching people that classical Chinese could not and thus increasing the ease with 
which someone could introduce new information of political and social systems. The resultant 
apex of this use was when the political tension in China came to a head on May 4th, 1919. 
An understanding of the  May 4th movement is vital to comprehending the political 
situation in China from 1920 up until the 1930’s. While space does not permit examination of 
the complexities of this movement, suffice it to say that one of the keys to its success was the 
widespread consumption and influence of various journals that informed the populace and 
rallied popular support. The movement itself was a direct result of the negotiations surrounding 
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the Treaty of Versailles that ended World War I. Prior to the negotiations, U.S. President 
Woodrow Wilson had come to an agreement with the Chinese delegation, led by the 
aforementioned Liang Qichao, that as a result of China’s support in World War I some of its 
treaty ports and occupied territories would be returned to China. The return of China’s lands 
would have signaled a strengthening of Chinese power and the success of the recent Xinhai 
revolution. China had also requested that the Japan’s notorious “Twenty-One Demands” be 
rescinded, and Extraterritorial rights given to Western powers be abrogated.54 
Despite these agreements, China received little at Versailles.   German possessions in 
Shandong, the homeland of Confucius, would be given to Japan.  This demonstrated how little 
control the Chinese had over their own fate—and also showed that Wilson’s promises about 
self-determination were hollow. Versailles became the quintessential match that lit the powder 
keg, as Chinese sent telegrams protesting the treaty’s outcome to Paris, and young people in 
Beijing took to the streets.  Discussions about language became critically important in post-
Versailles China, as intellectuals sought a path by which China could regain control of its fate. 
Only open discussion of, and dissemination of, new information—that the Chinese populace 
could understand and support, could bring about true change.55 
In the protests that erupted, four demands were made. Two of the demands were 
straightforward:  the cancellation of the Twenty-One Demands and the return of the Shandong 
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peninsula to China. The other demands were somewhat more complex, but doing so was vital 
to understanding both the political and social situation in China at the time: 
1. First and foremost, if China is ever to rise out of her present shameful 
condition, every one of her sons must be taught that treason to his country is 
man’s greatest crime. Chinese officialdom has grown up under the old 
mandarin system, in which corruption was not only tolerated, but expected. 
The officials were poorly paid, and they were eager to earn enormous 
incomes by robbing the country. Under the Manchus this system could 
prevail: in a republic it has no place. The Peking officials have not only sold 
the wealth of the country, but they have betrayed her integrity. The Worst 
enemies of China are not in Tokio, but in Peking. Not only to avenge the 
wrongs that China has suffered must the traitors go, but to prevent the 
recurrence, to inspire future generations, to set an example for the very boys 
and girls, the future fathers and mothers of China, who are now on strike, 
must they be driven out. The fate of the nation depends on it, and with this 
principle there can be no compromise.56 
Several of Hu Shih’s points above deserve emphasis. The first is a general dissatisfaction with 
prior forms of governance and the problems attached to them. Not only was there rampant 
corruption, but also there was a direct repression of the sharing of ideas and reforms on almost 
every level of society. Many in China believed their country had lost its self-respect.  Only a 
consolidated government, that held popular support and could fulfill the needs of its people, 
could help China regain self-respect. Freedom of speech and of the press, and the right to vote, 
were seen as necessary prerequisites:   
4. The students demand that freedom of speech and of the press shall be 
preserved as an inalienable right of citizens of the Republic. To secure this right 
the students desire that the constitution of China shall be completed, and this 
right included. 
 To secure these rights the students have adopted the principle of passive 
resistance. They are unable to fight against the Peking militarists, and enough 
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blood has already been spilled in China. There is no ballot in this country. The 
only thing that could be done was to strike, peacefully, quietly, but effectively To 
strengthen themselves the students joined with the merchants, bankers, and 
laborers, so that if the moment arose when everything else should fail and it 
became absolutely necessary to the force the hand of the Peking militarists, 
there would be unanimity of aim action in China … 
 The cooperation of all elements has been secured because everybody in 
China feels that it is not a question of political party, of social status, of economic 
condition. Today China must decide whether she becomes a tributary of Japan or 
an independent nation. And on that question there is no division of opinion. Four 
Hundred million heads are ready to fall before China will become servile to the 
Huns of the East.57 
The above demands show the unity of China behind wanting to resist the current status quo 
and create a more open structure of governance. The information outlined in the first point 
expands on what, in part, was preventing critiques of the prior system or discussion of 
overarching issues. As a result of the shattering of Republican China due to Yuan Shikai’s claim 
to the throne, the different regional warlords sought ways to maintain and consolidate power 
over their region. Among their arsenal of methods, a staunch control of the ability to express 
ideas freely was arguably the most powerful as at allowed the repression of any political or 
ideological speech that would threaten those in power. The above point outlines the fact that 
this was still a central issue in China that still needed to be addressed in order for the country to 
grow. 
 This revitalization of an idealized movement working towards a unified, stronger China 
was the perfect fuel for the formation of the political entities that would come to take control 
of China in the 1920’s and 30’s. The Nationalist party, now known as the Kuomintang, reformed 
and consolidated its power once again under the leadership of Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-
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shek.58 Surprisingly, the Kuomintang opposed New Culture Movement ideas for literary reform 
and the re-evaluation of the Confucian classics and their place in Chinese culture. As a direct 
result of this, the Kuomintang aligned itself against the ideas of the New Culture movement 
through various policies that would reintroduce aspects of the old Confucian educational 
system. The other large party that was formed as a direct result of the May 4th movement was 
the Chinese Communist party. Led by the aforementioned Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao, the 
Chinese communist party saw the success of the Bolshevik revolution and sought to model 
itself after Lenin’s communist party. Formed on July 23, 1921, the Communist party served as 
the left wing of the Kuomintang and supported a variety of ideas from the New Culture 
movement.59 The issue here, however, was the circumstances in which a communist movement 
would take place. The conditions that allowed the Bolshevik revolution of 1917 to succeed in 
Russia were very different from those of China in the 1920’s and thus it was difficult for the 
communist party to find a reasonable separation point from the Kuomintang.60 As a result, the 
idea which emerged was that before an uprising of the proletariat could occur, there needed to 
be the creation of an urban proletariat which currently did not exist in China. This industrial 
urbanization would then allow for a then usage of revolution in order for the proletariat to 
seize the means of production thus completing the cycle of a communist revolution.61 The end 
result of this was the cooperation of the Kuomintang and communist party until 1925. 
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8. The Great Split and the Creation of Moderacy, 1925-1934 
In 1925, the situation in China was unstable. Sun Yat-sen’s recent death left Hu Hanmin, a 
member of the Kuomintang since its founding and at the time one of the three most powerful 
members of the Kuomintang, and Wang Jingwei, a political opponent to Chiang Kai-shek who 
was in control of the KMT politically and was also on the left side of the party which led to a 
noted sympathy to the Communist sympathizing side of the party. While these two did have 
significant power, it was in the structure of the current political system which limited their 
capacity to support their claims to leadership if it came down to a military conflict. Chiang Kai-
shek, the current leader of the KMT’s military, found himself in a good situation as Wang 
Jingwei’s control of the party faltered and sought to take control through ousting both Wang 
Jingwei and Hu Hanmin. The resulting conflict worried a portion of intellectuals supporting the 
Kuomintang who rethought their political stance and either become nonaligned moderates or 
joined the Chinese Communist Party. Hu Shih’s response was a refusal to maintain a political 
alignment in order to continue his moderate, pragmatic viewpoint focused on problem solving 
and not on ideology. This stance would prove important given the eventual changes to the 
Kuomintang’s agenda based on Chiang Kai-shek’s leadership.  
Chiang Kai-shek found himself in a similar situation to Yuan Shikai after the fall of the 
Qing dynasty. He maintained oversight and control over a majority of the Kuomintang’s military 
forces which gave him considerable leverage against political opponents like Wang Jingwei and 
Hu Hanmin. As well, his position gave him much more leverage over the support of the local 
warlords through both interactions and threat of force. While the warlords still had control of 
various areas a coalition army was being formed between multiple warlords that supported the 
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Kuomintang. This coalition formed a military contingent under the Kuomintang to oppose the 
Beiyang government, the warlord group that currently controlled Beijing.62 
What’s important to note is that while Chiang Kai-shek shared certain ideals with Sun 
Yat-sen, Chiang had little knowledge of the West. Most of his background was steeped in Han 
Chinese traditions and thought processes and as a result he held the Confucian classics in 
especially high regard. This staunch difference in background knowledge between Chiang Kai-
shek and Sun Yat-sen became increasingly apparent when Chiang successfully led the Northern 
Expedition in 1926 and unified a large portion of China.63 While a discussion of the merits of 
success of the Northern expedition is important to the subject, It would be best to focus on 
what happened afterwards, because it was far more important to the ideological split that 
occurred in China. 
 After consolidating the majority of coastal and inland China, there was many questions 
of what should be done to consolidate control over the newly united areas. On both sides of 
the party, the idea was that working together was necessary for the future.  Cooperation had 
also made it possible for the First United Front to unify the country, but there was a general 
concern regarding the communist agenda within the Kuomintang. At the time of the First 
United Front, while Chiang Kai-shek was leading the military campaign and held a majority of 
the power within the Kuomintang there were still factions that would oppose him. Wang 
Jingwei led one such faction and declared Wuhan the capital of the Republic and started issuing 
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orders as the leader of the Kuomintang. These policies were generally supported by and fell in 
concert with the ideas of the Chinese Communist party and the leaders of the party in Chen 
Duxiu and Mao Zedong. 64 In response, Chiang Kai-shek aligned himself with various gangs that 
operated within the area of Shanghai and began to rally troops to his cause. Chiang declared 
that Wang Jingwei’s government had been infiltrated by the Communist party and was no 
longer representative of the Kuomintang’s interests. Using this as a justification, Chiang began a 
violent and bloody purge of those associated with the Communist party which started in 
Shanghai and continued until it became known as the “White Terror”.65 Eventually as a result of 
the purge there was a call for a military response by the Chinese Communist party which raised 
the tensions even higher, laying the groundwork for a civil war. This alarmed Wang Jingwei, 
who summarily broke ranks with the Chinese Communist party and came to terms with Chiang 
Kai-shek as leader of the Kuomintang.66 
Several important Communist party officials were captured and suffered terrible fates, 
though some, like Zhou Enlai, were lucky enough to escape with their lives. The subsequent 
political divide this created was astounding, and the ensuing outbreak of the Chinese Civil war 
was an inevitable response to Chiang Kai-shek’s attempt to consolidate complete control over 
the government. Those in search of a political ideology faced essentially two choices: the 
military-run Kuomintang which had just led one of the most violent political purges in Chinese 
history, or the Chinese Communist party, whose ideas challenged the very foundation of prior 
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Confucian society, and advocated a complete teardown of all existing political, social, and 
economic hierarchies.  
The political atmosphere created by the “white terror” resulted in an alienation of 
various intellectuals from either political party thus removing their platform to implement 
policy change through normal means. While this displacement caused problems for many 
former party officials on both sides, Hu Shih fell outside of this demographic group and still had 
the option of getting involved in the current political structure. However, Hu opted to maintain 
a moderate stance as his pragmatic moderacy pushed him to be more concerned with the 
specific issues facing the current system and not overarching ideological debate. Hu Shih had 
decided not to align with the Kuomintang or the Chinese Communist party out of the interest of 
being able to advocate and critique all sides without the political label that would sour views of 
his critiques.  
In one such case, the Nanjing led Kuomintang government ordered Hu Shih, then 
working on a variety of publications concerned with education reform, to cease his critiques of 
the Party’s (or Parties’)  educational policy.67 Additionally, Hu shih had already estranged 
himself from the Communist Party of China when he wrote his critique of the use of “Isms” in 
politics at the time.68 This left Hu staunchly in the middle of the vicious military ideological 
conflict occurring between the Chinese Communist Party and Kuomintang during a bloody and 
repressive civil war. The subsequent question that arose to Hu Shih was how the ideological 
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divide would resolve itself and what the importance of choosing a side was. Arguably one of his 
most influential articles, “Which Road are We Going?” gives us a great understanding of not 
only Hu Shih’s choice not to pick sides, but also his concerns with the current status of Chinese 
governance and political movements. 
He starts off the article discussing the fact that he and a variety of other thinkers have 
been meeting to find solutions to the problems of China.  
“Each of us has been responsible for one of the headings, Politics, 
Economics, Educations etc. But when the division was made, someone proposed 
that before we discussed these matters we should consider whether we had any 
basic attitude which applied to all of these subjects—what after all is the way in 
which to regard the problem of China?”69 
Identifying the problem causing China’s current decline was an important aspect to the New 
Culture Movement. One of the central ideas of the New Culture movement was that ordinary 
people had been left out of discussions about China’s future. This idea also offered an 
explanation as to why the prior revolutionary and political reform movements had failed where 
the Xinhai revolution had succeeded. The solution being offered by a lot of scholars was a more 
democratic system that allowed people to participate by voting. In the wake of these proposals, 
Hu Shih’s main question was why prior reform movements failed, and how future failures could 
be prevented.  
 Through an analogy of the writing of Huai Nan, an ancient scholar, Hu Shih describes the 
fact that the issue was not the lack of involvement of the people in the government. Rather, the 
supposition was that the people would be guided by the government to blindly follow their 
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policies without questions. “When a blind man walks along the road, if anyone directs him to go 
left, he goes left: if right, right. If he meets a high-minded man, he walks on the straightforward 
highway; if he meets a mad-minded man, he tramps in the ditches.”70 The crux of this 
statement is clarified by Hu Shih shortly thereafter. In the analogy, the populace is represented 
by the blind man and the government and intellectuals represented by those Who tell him 
which way to go—to the left or to the right (these are meraphors, of course, for movement left 
or right in politics. Because the populace, the blind man, didn’t know better, he followed the 
directions of others. The issue with this is it means no one is questioning the system or the 
policies being implemented, which is apparent in the fact that the critical thinking and 
questioning required to determine the viability of a policy as a solution to systemic problems is 
not existent in that situation. Hu Shih’s pragmatic approach suggested another way:  that the 
people should be educated so that they can make their own political choices.71 To make the 
connection clearer, to identify the problem one must understand the problem, which requires 
education. The potential solutions taken usually depend on political alignment, which can fall 
outside of the realm of a reasonable solution such as reintroducing Confucian governing 
structures. So, if one is a moderate who is just looking to solve the problem and not implicitly 
politically aligned, it means that person could find a pragmatic solution which solves the root of 
the problem in an unbiased, well-meaning way.  Now, in order to make this requisite progress, 
Hu argues that a clear faction in control of the government must be established so the rapid 
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shifts in policy over the past 20 years can be avoided. Hu Shih expands upon the choices by 
furthering his discussion in his article “Which Road are We Going?”: 
“Before trying to find that route we must first decide on what our destination is. 
For how can we find that road if we have not thought of where we want to go? 
At the present there are three theories as to the destination. 
1. Dr. Sun, the leader of the Nationalist Party, stated that the aim of the 
Revolution was liberty and equality for China. 
2. The Youth Party says that the aim of its chauvinistic agitation is to make the 
state able to be independent, its people able to be free and to hold up their 
heads among the other nations. 
3. Since the split in the Chinese Communist Party, there has been a diversity of 
opinion; but we may leave on one side their internal differences—the quarrel 
between Stalin and Trotsky—and say they still have a common aim which is 
to build up the sovereignty of the Soviet proletariat and support the same 
class in its revolution in China. 
…. 
 Our business is merely to use our best intelligence in making an objective study 
of the real needs of China today, and so be able to make up our minds as to our 
objective. The first thing to be asked is what it is we wish to abolish—a negative 
objective. And the second is what it is we wish to establish—a positive 
objective.”72 
Understanding the above thought process is vital to understanding not just Hu Shih’s 
perspective on the political situation in China in 1930, but also a general understanding of how 
many scholars and political groups were approaching the Chinese civil war and educational 
issues. The three routes listed above exemplify the ideals people hoped to achieve, but not the 
route by which to achieve them. This was the sole problem with the current and previous 
political systems. While there was a lot of discussion of needing to get China to a state of 
viability to which “its people able to be free and to hold up their heads among other nations.”73 
 
72 Ibid. 
73 Hu Shih, “Which Road are We Going?” 
44 
 
There were no clear, concise solutions offered for a path to get there. The discussion at hand 
had become more clouded by ideology and less clear in its approach to addressing the 
problems facing China at the time. 
 The article continues on to outline the various things plaguing China at this time: “Five 
Great enemies, namely: Poverty, Disease, Ignorance, Corruption, Disorder.”74 Hu continues to 
outline that, in an decisive critique of the current Communist party agenda, capitalism is not 
among these issues because “we are not qualified to speak on Capitalism. The capitalist class is 
not included, since at most we have only a few moderately rich men.”75 The continued outline 
of this situation also brings up the perceived goals listed by Hu Shih, which is that “We want to 
found an orderly, widely flourishing, civilized state, one unified by modern methods.” It is 
through all of these conceived goals and objectives that Hu Shih offers one of his most 
influential ideas, the argumentation of progress as revolution versus evolution. When defining 
both terms, Hu Shih is clarifying the rate at which certain changes can occur. In evolution, 
sociocultural changes can be observed, but evolution takes time and must occur more 
naturally. This includes issues of the time like women’s rights, labor issues, and familial 
hierarchical changes to society. In Revolution, Hu Shih posits more radical changes focused on 
the political. These changes include modifications to structures of governance, languages of 
said governance, and the general ownership and distribution of land and wealth within the 
current economic system. To accurately portray the scope of necessary changes he uses an 






did not have ease of access to learning Latin and generally the means to learn the language 
were only available to the elite and those in government (?). The problem this led to is almost 
identical to that facing China when the New Culture movement advocated language reform. 
Because the Chinese people had no access to the language required to understand it, there was 
no accessibility of government decision-making by the lower class. As a result, people had no 
means to understand the changes happening around them except through vernacular literature 
which was limited in scope. The underlying point Hu Shih is seeking to make is that because the 
language reform had succeeded, China had the means to move past the issues preventing a 
successful revolution. One of the most important things Hu Shih posited, is the nature of the 
revolution as it had been happening in the modern world. He clarifies this is through defining 
two different forms of revolution, Violent revolution and Conscious revolution.  
 Hu Shih describe the place of violence in revolution this way: 
Violence is only one method of revolution, but in our strife-ridden China it has 
become the sole method. Thus for you to fight me is called revolution; for me to 
fight you is also called revolution. The defeated party only plots violent measures 
with which to raise another revolution. The victors can only keep on taking the 
violent measures to block others. This side has no sooner finished the fighting 
than it enlists soldiers, manufactures munitions, accumulates money in 
preparation for that side’s coming back to fight. This is the way they maintain 
their position. Being most afraid of the creation of new revolution, they call 
themselves revolutionaries and their opponents anti-revolutionaries.76 
The essential point being made here is that the reason the revolutions in China have failed is 
because they are all violent revolutions, constantly renewing the cycle of violence for 
revolutionary and anti-revolutionary reform to the point of losing the meaning behind the 
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revolution in the first place. This devolves into what identifies as “Blind Revolution”, where 
people are committing to revolution because it is their perceived solution to the opposition 
who created the problems in the first.77 The solution, Hu posits, is conscious revolution: 
What then do we mean by Conscious revolution? The recognition of our 
problems and the concomitant difficulties; having actual proof for every 
statement we make; making proposals and being perfectly sure what the 
outcome of those proposals must be, and what our individual responsibilities are 
with regard to them. This is Conscious revolution. On behalf of society and the 
country to think of the way out, this is a high and sacred duty.78 
This idea of conscious revolution is one that emboldens both political factions against Hu as it 
questions the basis of the approach for both factions. Both advocated for an idea similar to 
violent revolution. Both failed to supply reasonable solutions to the problems of China. What 
Hu Shih is positing here is that his moderacy allows him to critique both systems and offer a 
solution for the potential improvement of both. It is through this idea that I wish to challenge 
the negative connotation associated with political moderacy when it comes between two 
factions that identify each other as revolutionary and counter-revolutionary. Instead, I want to 
posit how moderacy in this case was a constructive and positive impact on an increasingly 
destabilized China through the creation of new ideas outside the political conflicts of the time. 
9. Education reform: The impact of The New Life Movement and a positive critique 
In order to give an example of this “Positive Moderacy” I want to compare an article Hu 
Shih wrote in 1934 to the above article questioning what road we must take. Each approaches 
similar issues, but has a completely different attitude toward the issue due to the context the 
 




article is written in. Both are critical of the system, but in different ways from each other. 
Within this difference however, there is a similarity of what is being argued as a solution to the 
issues at hand and the successes or failure of prior policy. The article, titled “An Optimist in a 
Sea of Pessimism”, seems to be a reassessment of the successes of the prior reform policies and 
an adjustment of attitude toward those ideas. 
Written in October of 1934, “An Optimist in the Sea of Pessimism” focuses on the many 
achievements made by the evolutions and revolutions of the previous twenty-three years. Hu 
starts out by questioning the achievements over those twenty-three years and the purpose of 
annual reassessments that occur as part of tradition. Hu outlines the fact that the pessimists 
would be quick to point out that nearly no positive changes have been made in the previous 
twenty-three years. The contradiction, he argues, is the fact that these pessimists “lack the 
sense of historical perspective.”79 In this case, Hu defines the baseline issue with the idea of 
pessimism as a definition of the word progress. 
Progress, However, is a relative term, and to gauge it one must have a definite 
standard of comparison. The only fair basis of comparison is to compare present-
day conditions to those obtaining in (?) China itself during, say, the last years of 
the Manchu dynasty, before the movement for reform and change was fairly 
underway. If one can draw a lesson from history, he will perceive that, although 
these last 23 years have witnessed no miracle, they have at least seen progress 
which is very encouraging. Progress is always comparative, and historical 
comparisons are necessary if we wish to know whether this step means progress 
or that step retrogression. In order to appraise the accomplishments of these 23 
years, we must take the results as they appear to-day, and compare them with 
conditions existing 23 years ago, and after that pronounce our judgement. This is 
the simplest example of historical perspective.80  
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In taking this approach to measure the evolution and revolutions of the Chinese system, 
Hu is building off the fact that progress, while slow, has been somewhat consistent in certain 
areas of concern. Of course, the most notable area of improvement he highlights is the 
improvement to educational enrollment, which he notes the minister of education says that 
compared to the first year of the Republic (1911) “students in primary schools have increased 
four-fold, in middle schools ten-fold, and in high schools and technical colleges approximately a 
100-fold.”81 Hu continues on to outline that the disparity between the numbers enrolled in high 
schools and colleges still need to be addressed as the numbers are still much too low, but he 
outlines the fact that this is no doubt an improvement over the systems twenty-five years ago 
that relied on the Confucian classics and not colloquial texts for success. This is the portion of 
the article which is important within the context of the time, because the education reform was 
more supported by the Communist Party in the 1920’s and the nature of it went directly against 
the wishes of Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek during that time. This subtle jab at the 
Kuomintang is important as it shows one is able to outline the positive changes brought forth in 
the divide between the two political factions on what should be done to improve the state of 
China.82 
Continuing on, Hu addresses the massive transportation improvements achieved 
through the construction of railways, which is in direct praise of the Kuomintang’s construction 
of this important infrastructure. He notes that “the journey from Huichow to Hangchow 
formerly took 6 or 7 days, but now only takes 6 or 7 hours. That is progress 24 fold!” It is 
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through this lens that Hu Shih summarizes the most important changes brought about by the 
political revolution, which was the loosening of the bonds of Confucian humanism on Chinese 
society and its ability to look past the corrupt remnants of the old society. This is not all positive 
however, and it’s within this closing paragraph we see a few more pointed words. 
In short, while there have been many unsatisfactory developments during the 
past 23 years, yet among them there are some worthwhile achievements. After 
all, revolution is revolution. It cannot help creating strong influences, but at the 
same time it cannot help destroying some of the old traditions and systems. 
Undoubtedly, many unhappy events result from the confusion of social orders 
after the revolution, but we must agree with saying the Revolution is not yet 
over.83 
On the surface this statement may seem like a slightly innocent one simply outlining the 
progress made by Chinese society, but in context we can see the true intent of this statement:  
a critique of the current political atmosphere and the newfound agenda of Chiang Kai-shek’s 
Kuomintang in the New Life Movement. 
10. The New Life Movement: A threat to the progress of the past 25 years  
Now the statement by Hu Shih above that “The revolution is not over” is actually in 
response to the development of a very conservative movement by Chiang Kai-shek’s 
Kuomintang. The general agenda on the surface was to return China to its firm belief in 
Confucianism to fight against the newfound problems of corruption and crime that arose in the 
1930’s.  In reality the movement served a multitude of purposes. Most notably, it gave the 
government an essential reason to detain dissidents who opposed the Kuomintang as they 
were effectively threatening the stability of the state. This specific situation is where Hu Shih’s 
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pragmatic moderacy was vital to China’s development at the time, but also a threat to his daily 
life in China. Since his moderacy allowed him to critique the government without the tag of a 
member of the Communist party his critiques had more merit, but also made him an easier 
target. This is the exact reason the speech above was important as it outlines the strengths and 
weaknesses of the developments in China but ends by saying the fight is not over and that fight 
is now implied to be against this call to revert back to a more Confucian belief system. To give 
an accurate outline of how Hu Shih’s article stealthily critiqued the government I will be 
outlining Chiang Kai-shek’s speech introducing the New Life Movement given in September of 
1934 in Nanchang. Before I can do that, a brief overview of the historiography, and thus of the 
New Life Movement itself, is necessary. 
 There are a lot of articles and books that discuss different aspects of the New Life 
Movement, as it included a variety of different changes. There are a few that can be pointed to 
that do an outstanding job outlining the breadth of effect the New Life Movement had on 
Chinese Life. The New Life Movement in Jiangxi province, 1934-1938 by Federica Ferlanti does 
an amazing job of analyzing how elements of not just anti-communism, but Christianity and 
Confucianism came into play throughout the movement.84 In order to accomplish this 
astoundingly well written outline Ferlanti uses various primary sources in Chinese from both 
Chiang Kai-shek and his wife, Soong Mei-ling, who was one of the main influences on the use of 
Christianity in the New Life Movement. In summary, Federica’s article gives us not just 
information on how the New Life Movement was formed, but how its implementation was an 
 




attempt as state building through various semi-governmental organizations. The final argument 
made by Frederica is that the New Life Movement had a lasting impact on Chinese culture as a 
result of its use to unify Chinese society against Japan in what would become full scale war in 
1937. Frederica’s analysis gives us important information in the fact that it tells us not only how 
influential the New Life Movement was, but in the ways it was implemented at a governmental 
level as well. 
 Taking a different approach, Wennan Liu outlines the importance of the movement as a 
tool to redefine the Chinese government’s role in daily life. Liu uses a similar methodology, but 
a different lens to reconstruct the movement as creating “docile bodies” in the Foucaultian 
sense. Rather than focus on the roots of the movement, Liu focuses on the disagreements 
between various parties, such as the disagreement between Chiang Kai-shek and Wang 
Jingwei’s argument over Moral Suasion as a counter to Military Coercion. In essence, Moral 
suasion is the act of attempting to persuade people to act with morality through rhetorical 
appeals or implicit and explicit threats. Military Coercion is the idea that people will only 
change their actions through the use of physical force to enforce new rules or standards in 
society. In the end, while Chiang maintained a final usage of physical force as the standard, he 
did give ground to Wang Jingwei’s argument that the reform should start with public 
employees, soldiers, and students.85 Liu continues on to discuss the formation of the moral and 
legal responsibilities of the modern Chinese state based on the discussion between Wang 
Jingwei and Chiang Kaishek’s differing views in the form of Journalistic response supporting 
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both sides. In reality, the coercive physical enforcement routinely employed in The New Life 
Movement demonstrates just how oppressive it truly was. This is where Liu Wennan’s central 
argument shows itself by outlining the fact that the rules or laws of the 1930’s were not 
implemented directly as a result the ideas of the New Life Movement. While the authorities 
were taught their responsibilities of “Training the masses, cleaning up the urban environment, 
correcting pedestrians’ incorrect conduct, promoting hygienic campaigns, propagandizing the 
New Life Movement in various public spaces, and correcting all conduct of Shanghai’s residents 
not conforming to the requirements of the new life” there was never a moratorium or even 
discouraging of physical force to achieve the above objectives.86 As well, while students were 
another major force for the education of people about their moral compliance with new 
societal norms, the students had no state-endorsed power to enforce adherence to new norms. 
The combination of these two factors must be recognized as the precursors to something much 
more daunting which was a reality with the Kuomintang in power, a state seeking a unified 
system of social control to prevent critiques of government policies with a leader in Chiang Kai-
shek that was attracted to fascist ideas.87 
 Liu Wennan’s article is vital to reconstructing the ways in which the New Life Movement 
was implemented at a societal level, and how the method of implementation influenced the 
ability of people to freely speak out against the government. The Kuomintang’s use of physical 
coercion against anyone speaking out against the state made it extremely difficult for anyone 
within the Kuomintang to speak out against its policies. These extreme actions of the 
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Kuomintang demonstrate the importance of Hu Shih’s Pragmatic moderate stance as he fell 
outside the state entities seeking to gain total control over social thought, while still not 
aligning with the communist party and garnering the label of an enemy of the state. Overall, 
this gives us a very good understanding of the situation, to be associated with the Chinese 
communist party in any way shape or form was to be an enemy of the state. To be against the 
New Life Movement was to be an enemy of the Kuomintang and within that thought, to be an 
enemy of the Kuomintang was to be an enemy of the people. It is easy to see how this was used 
to deepen the divide between the Kuomintang and the Chinese communist party and to force 
people to pick political sides. 
 Given that historiographical context it is time to recreate an exact understanding of the 
agenda of the New Life Movement according to Chiang Kai-Shek’s 1934 speech and 
demonstrate exactly how Hu Shih’s article, “An optimist in a Sea of Pessimism”, is running 
against what is being professed without falling in the category of being against the state. To 
start out, Chiang Kai-Shek attempts to justify the necessity of the New Life Movement in a 
section titled Why is New Life Needed?: 
“The general psychology of our people today can be described as spiritless. What 
manifests itself in behavior is this: lack of discrimination between good and evil, 
between what is public and what is private, and between what is primary and 
what is secondary. Because there is no discrimination between good and evil, 
right and wrong are confused; because there is no discrimination between public 
and private, improper taking and giving [of public funds] occur; and because 
there is no distinction between primary and secondary, first and last are not 
placed in the proper order. As a result, officials tend to be dishonest and 
avaricious, the masses are undisciplined and calloused, you become degraded 
and intemperate, adults are corrupt and ignorant, the rich become extravagant 
and luxurious, and the poor become mean and disorderly. ….. The individual, 
society, and the whole country are now suffering. … In order to develop the life 
of our nation, protect the existence of our society, and improve the livelihood of 
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our people, it is absolutely necessary to wipe out these unwholesome conditions 
and to start to lead a new and rational life.”88 
 Based on the above introduction to the New Life Movement we can see the exact 
underpinnings that both Wennan Liu and Federica Ferlanti were discussing, the New Life 
Movement was justifying itself as a necessity for the state to improve conditions based on 
improvements to peoples moral compass. I would like to note however, that in this first section 
of introduction there is one party not mentioned in the initial portion of the speech, scholars 
and students, or those who would be most likely to comment on the validity of the speech. It’s 
at this point that I’d like to point toward the second page of Hu Shih’s article, “An Optimist in a 
Sea of Pessimists” where he is discussing the measure of progress as discussed in the prior 
section of this paper outside the context of Chiang’s speech on page 47. While it was drafted 
before the speech, it seemingly critiques the speech in undermining the primary point being 
demonstrated which is the idea that the situation is not going to change without radical change 
with strict enforcement. If compared to the situation at the end of the Qing dynasty, there was 
still definite progress that was made and lifestyles had improved regardless of a civil war and an 
invasion by the Japanese, after which the article had been published.  
 Continuing on with Chiang Kai-Shek’s speech he professes the New Life Movement as 
guided by four of the Confucian virtues; Li (礼) which pertains to ritual and decorum, yi (义) 
which pertains to justice and duty, lian (廉) which pertains to honesty and cleanliness, and chi 
(耻) which pertains to a sense of right and wrong and shame in cases of a lack of judgement. 
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Using these four Confucian virtues Chiang Kai-shek seeks to identify and solve the problems 
outlined in his initial speech. He responds to people skeptical of the changes by splitting them 
into two groups: A group that only holds the four virtues as merely rules of good conduct, and a 
group which argues that the virtues are merely formal refinements that don’t deal with basic 
human needs like shelter and food. Chiang continues on to outline the four Confucian virtues 
mentioned above: 
“The word li (decorum) means li (principle). It becomes natural law when applied 
to nature, it becomes a rule when applied to social affairs; and it signifies 
discipline when used in reference to national affairs. A man’s conduct is 
considered regular if it conforms with the above law, rules, and discipline. When 
one conducts oneself in accordance with the regular manner, one is said to have 
the regulated attitude. 
The word yi means “proper.” Any conduct that is in accordance with li – i.e., 
natural law, social rule, and national discipline – is considered proper. To act 
improperly, or to refrain from acting when one knows it is proper to act, cannot 
be called yi. 
The word lian means “clear.” It denotes distinction between right and wrong. 
What agrees with li and yi is right, and what does not agree is wrong. To take 
what we recognize as right and to forgo what we recognize as wrong constitute 
clear discrimination. 
The word chi means “Consciousness.” When one is conscious of the fact that his 
own actions are not in accordance with li, yi, lian, and chi, one feels ashamed. 
From the above explanations, it is clear that chi governs the motive of action, 
that lian gives the guidance for it, that yi relates to the carrying out of an action, 
and that li regulates its outward form. The Four are interrelated. They are 
dependent upon each other in the perfecting of virtue.”89 
Given the nature of the above statement, it is clear that not only is Chiang Kai-
shek harkening back to the days of Confucian ideals, but also to the idea of the virtuous 
man as well. Chiang wraps up his speech by splitting his conclusion in to three parts 
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which coalesce into a final statement that emphasizes that people should follow a 
cultural standard. Chiang is arguing that if people do follow a cultural standard, beggary 
and robbery will decrease and that following these virtues China will become more 
military minded and learn to protect itself. While the statement itself is not directly 
attacked in Hu Shih’s essay, everything underlying it is. In a paragraph discussing 
common comparisons of why japan succeeded in modernization and China did not:  
“In China on the other hand, the ruling class, an alien dynasty and an aristocracy, 
proved itself entirely ignorant and unintelligent, incapable of leading the nation 
towards reform and progress. China’s energy had to be dissipated in destroying 
this ruling class. China suffered greatly from this lack of leadership. There was no 
ruling, leading class to whom she turn for leaders, no capitalist class, no real 
intelligentsia, nor even a powerful middle class from which to recruit leaders. To 
enumerate only a few of the many undesirable factors which China has had to do 
away with before beginning real progress, there was eunuchism, a corrupt 
literary aristocracy, monarchy, the worst forms of torture, foot-binding, and a 
corrupt form of literary examination. The eradication of these and other 
elements were important and significant in that it indicated a change in the 
minds of the mass of the people towards fundamental ideas and attitudes. In the 
abolition of foot-binding alone, modernization has accomplished something 
which twenty-five centuries of Confucian humanism and twenty centuries of 
Buddhist mercy failed utterly to bring about. Chinese civilization during the last 
half of the last century was but the corrupt remnant, senile and sterile, of what 
had once been a great civilization. It had come to sap its own vitality when it 
ceased to spread. It was cruel, sleeping, decrepit, bound by the shackles of a 
senile and corrupt tradition. The work of destruction of all this, therefore, was 
necessary to remove the dead and cancerous tissue before proceeding with 
positive work.”90 
  Not only is this section inherently addressing all the area’s Chiang Kai-Shek is seeking to 
highlight and fix with Confucian virtues. But it is demonstrating the proposed reforms 
systematic failure to do anything about the listed issues. Hu Shih is directly stating that 
Confucian values have not worked in creating a moral society in the past, and that while it is 
 
90 Hu Shih “An Optimist in a Sea of Pessimism” p80 
57 
 
difficult, he is reiterating they must be destroyed for China to move forward. This discussion is 
central not only to our understanding of Chiang Kai-shek’s New Life Movement, but integral to 
highlighting one clear fact: The only reason Hu Shih was allowed to publish such an article in 
The Peoples Tribune with the message as it was is because he was not implicitly censored for 
being involved with either the Kuomintang or the Chinese Communist Party. This clearly 
demonstrates the importance of Hu Shih’s pragmatic moderacy as it allowed him to challenge 
the government in a subtle way while still making a strong statement of the progress of the 
various movements over the past 25 years. Counter to what is argued by a fair number of 
historians, Hu Shih’s moderacy was not a bane to his ability to institute rules and influence 
people. It was a boon to his ability to make his voice heard and ensure the revolution which he 
emphasized kept marching forwards at a steady pace. 
11. Conclusion 
 Hu Shih would continue publishing similar articles subtly critiquing Confucian policies up 
until 1937, when a ceasefire between the Chinese Communist Party and the Kuomintang 
resulted in the formation of Second United Front when Japan formally declared war after 
several territorial expeditions into China. As a result of this, Hu realized the need for a unified 
China to stand against the threat the war with Japanese posed toward the independence of 
China. Hu Shih resultantly joined the KMT in 1937, eventually becoming the Chinese 
ambassador to the United states in 1938.91 
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 It obvious that there are plenty of cases where moderacy, especially political moderacy, 
can result in more harm than good. Hu Shih’s moderate stance was clearly a positive one, as it 
benefited not only himself, but the health of the nation of China from 1916 all the way until 
1937 when he became politically aligned. While most historical writings on Hu Shih posit his 
moderacy in a negative light for their own political agenda, others choose to fight this idea of 
Hu Shih as a moderate. We need to accept a simple fact, there are situations where moderacy 
can act as a positive factor in the greater scheme of politics and reform and Hu Shih is a prime 
example of this. That’s not to say that Hu Shih’s stance was moderate in all definitions and 
associations of the word moderacy, rather that in the specific context of politics moderacy in 
terms of being in between two extremes Hu Shih had to pave his own way. Without this 
approach Hu Shih would have likely not only lacked the stage and audience he maintained 
through his writings, but also potentially have had his genuineness polluted by a political 
agenda which would have detracted from his work. To end with a quote from Aldous Huxley 
that Hu Shih commonly used to outline his own personal credo: “The most sacred act of a 
man’s life is to say and to feel ‘I believe such and such to be true.’ All the greatest rewards, and 
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